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Free will is an interesting topic, but it can be a difficult one to wrap one’s mind
around. Sometimes taking an esoteric idea like free will, and connecting it to
something mundane, can help provide insight into the matter. In this paper, I
suggest using an analogy between our decision making and the decision making
process of characters in role playing games. This analogy is used to address
different restrictions on free will.
2 Introduction
Free will is a very interesting concept, that ties into a number of bodies of
thought, including areas of scientific inquiry, theology, and general philosophy.
Whether humans have free will has been debated for thousands of years. Neu-
roeconomics and other theories in psychology and neuroscience have given us a
great deal of insight into the matter. So have physical theories such as quantum
mechanics. How each of these bodies of theories applies to the free will debate,
in part, depends on the type of free will being addressed. In this paper, I suggest
an analogy between free will and an analysis of player and non-player characters
in role playing games, such as Dungeons and Dragons.
While it might seem odd that we can gain any insight into free will from an
RPGs (role playing games) like Dungeons and Dragons, the way in which players
interact with their characters, and the choices that the DM (Dungeon Master)
impose on the player characters and the NPCs (Non-Player Characters) can
help us differentiate between classes of free will. Furthermore, it becomes easier
to address free will through subtractive means: explaining what we lack under
various situations. And it is possible to weave these character interactions into
such a discussion. The goal of this paper is not to go into the detailed scientific
debates, but rather it is simply an attempt to provide an analogy through which
we can further discuss the topic.
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3 Rolling the Dice
One of the first issues concerning free will is determinism. Classical physics
indicates that, given a preconfigured universe, and enough information, it would
be possible to predict the future entirely. Once the universe’s configuration is
established, there are zero degrees of freedom in action. Quantum mechanics,
however, indicates that the universe may not actually be deterministic: the
preconfiguration of the universe influences outcomes, but there are degrees of
freedom, which are not fully controlled by the initial conditions. However, even
within this body of theory, there is much disagreement. But even if we live in
a deterministic universe, it is possible to discuss certain types of free will.
When addressing determinism vs non-determinism, we can look at the nature
of dice rolls and their impact on the game play. Two different views of dice rolls
can be developed. In the first case, a dice roll can be seen as the introduction of
non-deterministic action, where some random event is occurring that influences
reality. The other view is that the dice roll is simply an event that is accounting
for unknown variables and their states, and their influence on outcomes.
4 Variations on Free Will
In most cases while playing RPGs, a player character is allowed to act in any
way that they wish. But there are exceptions, and they are generally imposed
by the DM. Three types of will limitations that I wish to address are influenced
will, subverted will, and player overridden will.
Influenced will: Now, for player characters, the player usually is able to play
their character, without limitations. If a player wishes for their character to
run away, the character will run away. If the player wishes their character to
stay and fight, the character will stay and fight. But there are cases in which
these decisions are limited. For instance, the DM may tell the player that their
character is frightened. In this case, the DM is informing the player about
the character’s will. The character is too afraid to choose to stay and fight.
Hormone changes, including fight or flight responses would impact will in this
way.
But what if instead of being terrified, the player’s character is charmed?
Usually when this kind of situation arises, the player still has a number of op-
tions. Sometimes when a player’s character is charmed, they take advantage of
the situation to either continue to act against the charmer, in a sneaky way, or
to have some fun. One example might be a charmer making the player character
think that they’re the friend and that their allies are the enemy. A player may
still choose not to fight. For instance, of the player’s character is a pacifist,
making the enemy believe that their allies are enemies would not result in the
player choosing to attack those allies. In this way, the will is modified, but the
player is still free to act upon the modified will.
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Subverted will: There are more extreme cases, however. On occasion, a DM
may tell the player that their character is not only charmed, but that they must
completely obey the commands of the charmer. In this case, an outside force is
making the character act, against the will of the player. This form of restriction
is not a restriction on what one wills, but rather on one’s ability to act on their
will. In some ways, this form of free will restriction is the most insidious, as the
person wishes to do something, but an outside force is preventing it. The notion
of subversion is directly connected to one of the primary aspects of free will,
discussed by many philosophers who have written on the topic: ”the freedom
to do otherwise[?].”
Player Overridden Will The final restriction on free will, that can be imposed
on a character in RPGs, is the player or DM overriding the decision making pro-
cess. In many ways, this form of free will is a version of the subverted will. This
form of free will restriction is rather esoteric, because of the nature of how play-
ers control their characters. In many sessions, a player may choose an action for
their character that clearly disagrees with the nature of the character. In many
cases, this occurs because the player is not skilled at playing the character or
because the player simply wants to do something, or has information that the
player does not have.
5 Deterministic free will
Now that various restrictions upon free will have been noted, combined scenarios
can be discussed. The conflict between the notion of free will and determinism
is known as ”The Problem of Free Will[?].” Even in a deterministic scenario,
where one’s will and actions are predetermined by some existing configuration,
without any room for variance, there can be a level of free will. Suppose that
our player character’s will is fully predetermined. Even in this case, will can be
further subverted, as mentioned in the previous discussion.
If will can be subverted, we can argue that there must exist some level of free
will prior to subversion. We cannot take away something from nothing, and end
up with less, unless we want to consider some odd notion of negative free will.
And just like with RPGs, we can have our will subverted in various ways. It
is unfortunately a near historical universal that humans have experienced such
subversion of will.
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